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ABSTRACT 



This report, a letter to the Chairman of the Education Task 
Force of the Committee on the Budget of the United States Senate, summarizes 
work the General Accounting Office (GAO) has completed from 1990 through 1997 
addressing early childhood, elementary, and secondary education issues. The 
GAO has identified the need for improvement in the Department of Education's 
management and oversight of education programs. A major weakness that has 
been identified is the lack of evaluations of program effectiveness and 
information about what works. Reports also addressed issues involving the 
design and implementation of management tools, such as controls on states' 
substitution of federal grant money for their own funding, allocation and 
accountability with respect to block grants, and mechanisms for identifying 
ways to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of tax expenditures as tools 
to achieve federal program objectives. Other studies have addressed 
demographic changes and their implications for preschools and elementary and 
secondary schools in the areas of early childhood education, education reform 
efforts, school facilities, and efforts to improve access and equity. The 
discussion of GAO reports is organized into the following themes: (1) 

management of preschool through grade 12 programs; (2) demographics; (3) 
early childhood programs; (4) access and equity (financial equity) ; (5) 

education reforms; and (6) school facilities. Work and conclusions related to 
each theme are summarized. Pertinent GAO reports are listed. (SLD) 
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United States 
General Accounting Office 
Washington, D.C. 20548 

Health, Education, and 
Human Services Division 

B-277892 

September 15, 1997 

The Honorable Bill Frist 
Chairman, Education Task Force 
Committee on the Budget 
United States Senate 

Subject: Education Progams: Information on Major Preschool, Elpmpntary. and 
Secondary Education Programs 

Dear Mr. Chairman: 

This correspondence contains information, requested by your office on July 18, 
1997, summarizing work GAO has completed from 1990 through 1997 addressing 
early childhood, elementary, and secondary education issues. Also today, we are 
separately reporting on postsecondary education issues. 1 These summaries may 
be of use to your Committee as you define key education issues and clarify the 
federal role in addressing them. 

Although federal spending for elementary and secondary education was less than 
7 percent of all kindergarten through grade 12 (K-12) funding in fiscal year 1996, 
the federal government spent more than $25 billion on early childhood and 
elementary and secondary education, with nearly $16 billion of this managed by 
the Department of Education. Two of the Department's largest programs target 
funds to disadvantaged students through title I of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act of 1965 ($7.7 billion in fiscal year 1997) and to special education 
students ($4 billion in fiscal year 1997). Many other federal agencies also fund 
programs that have, at least in part, an emphasis on education. For example, 
Head Start, the largest federally funded preschool program, is funded through 
the Department of Health and Human Services. Head Start received an 
appropriation of about $4 billion in fiscal year 1997 and annually serves over 
750,000 disadvantaged children. 
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In summary, our work has identified the need for improvement in the 
Department of Education's oversight and management of education programs. A 
major weakness is lack of evaluations of program effectiveness and mformation 
about what works. Effective management is especially important and 
challenging given the complex array of multiple programs spread across not only 
the Department of Education but also other agencies. Our reports also 
addressed issues involving the design and implementation of management tools, 
such as controls on states' substitution of federal grant money for their own 
funding, allocation and accountability with respect to implementing block grants, 
and mechanisms for identifying ways to improve the effectiveness and efficiency 
of tax expenditures as a tool to achieve federal programmatic objectives. 

Finally, we have completed several studies that have addressed demographic 
changes and their implications for preschools and elementary and secondary 
schools in the areas of early childhood education, education reform efforts, 
school facilities, and efforts to improve access and equity. 

We have organized the discussion of our reports in enclosure 1 according to 
several themes: management of preschool through grade 12 (preK-12) programs; 
demographics; early childhood programs; access and equity (financing education, 
compensating for adverse effects of poverty, meeting special needs of at-risk 
populations); education reform; and school facilities. Within each theme, we 
have summarized our work and conclusions reached as a result of our work. 
When our reports had recommendations, we have described them and noted 
what actions resulted. Enclosure II lists pertinent GAO reports. 



We are sending copies of this correspondence to the Chairman and the Ranking 
Minority Member of the Senate Committee on the Budget, the Secretaries of 
Education and Health and Human Services, other congressional committees, and 
other interested parties. We will make copies available to others on request. 
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If you have any questions or would like to discuss this material further, please 
call me at (202) 512-7014. Major contributors to this letter include Eleanor 
Johnson, Nancy Kintner-Meyer, Barbara Billinghurst, and Ellen Schwartz. 

Sincerely yours, 




Carlotta C. Joyner 
Director, Education and 
Employment Issues 
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ENCLOSURE I 



INFORMATION ON MAJOR PRESCHOOL. EL EMENTARY. 

AND SECONDARY EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

MANAGEMENT OF PRESCHOOL THROUGH GRADE 12 r PreK-12) PROGRAMS 
Department Management 

The Department of Education's strategic and operational management problems 
have been documented at length since its inception in 1980 by Education's 
Inspector General, congressional committees, many internal reports and task 
forces, and by us. However, little attention was focused on correcting these 
programs during its first 12 years as a Department During the 1980s, staff 
levels diminished by 33 percent, while the Department's workload expanded by 
70 programs, increasing the importance of sound management. Moreover, 
Secretaries of Education devoted little attention to departmental management 
during this period. The first Secretary of Education was in office only a few 
months before there was a change in administrations. The next Secretary made 
dismantling the Department a formal goal and did not request a budget for it in 
fiscal years 1983 and 1984. Until the early 1990s, subsequent Secretaries focused 
on external policy agendas, devoting little attention to departmental 
management. 

Our 1993 report on the Department's management problems was used 
extensively by subsequent Secretaries of Education for improving departmental 
management. We recommended that the Secretary articulate a strategic 
management vision for the Department; establish a Department-wide strategic 
management process; enhance management leadership throughout the 
Department and strengthen agency culture through a number of specific 
measures; and create strategic visions and strategic plans for mfoimation, 
financial, and human resources management that are integrated with the 
Department's overall strategic management process. 2 Although the Department 
has made progress in improving many management functions, it still has a long 
way to go. For kindergarten through grade 12 (K-12) programs, we remain 
concerned about whether the Department knows how well new or newly 
modified programs, like Title I, are being implemented; to what extent 
established programs are working; or whether it has the resources to effectively 
and efficiently provide needed information and technical assistance. Like other 
Departments, Education needs to focus more on the results of its activities and 



department of Education: Long-Standing Management Prob lems Hamper 
Reforms (GAO/HRD-93-47, May 28, 1993). 
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